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BACKGROUND OF THE ISSTVENTIOM 

lo FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention relates generally to customizing 
advertisements transmitted over a computer network. More 
particularly, the present invention relates to transmitting 
advertising banners and an agent over the Internet to a target 
computer and using information collected by the agent running on 
the target computer to generating new advertising banners. 



2 o DESCRIPTION OF RELATED ART 

In recent years, advertising and marketing over computer 
systems connected to the Internet have become increasingly 
popular. Many well-known Internet service providers display 
advertisements along with entertainment, financial and business 
information available from these services. As more advertisers 
compete for limited ad space, the cost of placing an ad on these 
services has become more expensive. Furthermore, the 
proliferation of advertisements makes it difficult to keep 
consumers interested in a particular vendor's advertisement. 
Keeping a consumer's attention such that the consumer remembers 
the advertisement poses a constant challenge for marketing 
personnel. Furthermore, the limited bandwidth of transmissions 
media and the expense of placing an advertisement in highly 
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visible areas of the Internet makes it desirable to target 
specific audiences rather than transmit numerous broadcasts to all 
consumers . 

It is thus desirable to customize and target advertisements 
to particular audiences more likely to be interested in the 
particular advertisement or to which the advertising particularly 
pertains. Thus, the following invention discloses a method and 
apparatus for obtaining consumer information and customizing or 
targeting advertising content to correspond to the received 
information. 
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SUMMARY OF THE IKTVENTIOKy 



The invention relates to a method and apparatus for targeting 
advertising content. A content - provider generates ad banners. 
The content provider transmits an agent to a target computer. The 
agent obtains user information and transmits the user information 
to the content provider. A program running on the content 
provider organizes the user information and updates a user 
specific database. 
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BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 



The advantages of the present invention will become more 
readily apparent to those ordinarily skilled in the art after 
reviewing the following detailed description and accompanying 
drawings, wherein: 

Figure 1 is an overall diagram of an apparatus for performing 
targeted advertising. 

Figure 2 illustrates an example of a typical rule page. 

Figure 3 is a flowchart illustrating one proposed method of 
implementing a targeted advertising system. 
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DETAILED DESCRIPTIOEg OF THE IWESgTIOEg 



A method and apparatus for targeted advertising is described. 
Figure 1 illustrates a block diagram of an apparatus for 
customizing advertising content to a particular user. In figure 
1, a content provider 104 transfers data along a communications 
medium 108 to a plurality of end users or target computers 112, 
116, 120. The communications medium 108 may include a variety of 
communications methods including telephone lines. Integrated 
Services Digital Network ("ISDN") lines, a predetermined frequency 
channel and other methods of communicating infoormation. In the 
preferred embodiment, the source of the data may be an Internet 
site transmitting data in an Internet format. However, it is 
contemplated that data may be provided by an Internet service 
provider or content provider 104 such as American OnLine, Prodigy 
and Compuserve; A server 124 and router 128 control the flow of 
information along the communications medium 108. 

Advertising software 130, within the content provider 104 
establishes a set of databases 132 containing advertising banners 
and other content for dissemination and transmission to target 
computers 112, 116, 120. The content directed into and out of 
database 132 is controlled by rules in a rule book 136. In one 
embodiment, the rules are records in a database. The control and 
direction of information by the rule book 136 is based on user 
profiles 140, 142 and 144. Each user profile, 140, 142, 144 
contains information on a corresponding target computer 112, 116, 
12 0. The initial information on a corresponding target computer 
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may be obtained by an agent which is transmitted to the target 
computer 112 . 

In one embodiment, the agent consists of an object code for a 
control residing on a web page. The control is transmitted with 
the web page while a dormant object code resides on the server. 
The web page and the object code for the control are loaded into a 
cache on the target computer. The object code for the control may 
be interpreted or executed by the browser as the corresponding web 
page is loaded. The control object code is not changed unless the 
dormant object code in the server is changed. The described agent 
is a system used by Microsoft Corporation of Redmond, Washington 
in its Active X™ control. In one embodiment, the user profile 
contains dynamic information on the corresponding target computer 
forwarded by the agent. The information may include Web sites 
visited, amount of time spent at a web site, software used, and 
hardware configuration of the target computer. 

Figure 2 illustrates one embodiment of a rule page in the 
user profile. A rule page can be a file in a Relational Database 
Management System (RDBMS) or an Object Oriented Database 
Management System (OODBMS) . These databases may contain many rule 
pages. The entire database will be accessed randomly. In one 
embodiment, the server caches each rule page on the basis of 
usage. Each rule page is identified or connected to a particular 
computer via a rule page identification "ID" number 204. The rule 
page itself 200 is divided up according to keys 208. In the 
embodiment shown, the keys 208 include a hardware profile 210, a 
software profile 212, a user profile 216 and other profile 
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information 220. Each key 208 includes information pertaining to 
the specific target computer or target user associated with the 
rule page ID 204. For example, the hardware profile 210 may be 
divided into subkeys 222 which contain information such as the CPU 
used 224, the amount of RAM available 228 and the CPU clock speed 
232. The software profile key 212 may include subkeys 222 
containing information such as the most popular software packages 
used by the target computer in a "top 10 list" 230, and a memory 
usage subkey 234 including the memory usage disk space occupied by 
the software being used. 

The user profile key 216 includes dynamic information 
relating to the end user using the target computer. From this 
information, a profile of the targeted user can be created. 
Typical information in such a profile may include information on 
length of time the user has been connected to the Internet 238 and 
the Internet Web sites frequented by the user 242. Miscellaneous 
information may be collected in an extra profile information key 
220. Information indicating the amount of time spent by the end 
user on a particular window or screen at a particular Web site may 
also be collected by the agent and stored. For example, if a user 
spends more time on basketball articles or a screen depicting 
basketball related images, the rule book computer will focus 
transmitted information and advertisements to basketball related 
activity or create advertisements centered around a basketball 
theme . 

Each subkey 222 may be further subdivided into smaller units 
of data which further profiles the targeted user. Using 
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information stored in the user profile, the rule book generates 
rules specific to the targeted user. These rules may be extracted 
from the rule book and stored in a user specific rules section 254 
of the rule page. These user specific rules enable the creation 
of a user specific profile for filtering and transmission of 
advertising banners and information. 

Figure 3 is a flowchart illustrating a method of targeting 
advertisements to a particular user. In step 3 04, when a user 
connects to the website, the baseline profile is created. The 
baseline profile may be created using information from an agent 
initially transmitted to the target computer upon connection. The 
detection and maintenance of an already existing account happens 
on the server. The agent runs on the target computer CPU and 
determines critical information regarding the target computer to 
generate the baseline profile. Such a baseline profile may include 
static or rarely changing information such as information in the 
hardware profile key 208 and in the software profile key 212. 
Once a basic baseline profile has been established, the content 
provider transmits a standard advertising banner to the target 
computer. Alternatively, the content provider may generate a 
specific advertising banner for the user using information in the 
rule book. In the preferred embodiment, the content provider 
transmits an agent with the advertising banner to the target 
computer in step 308. The agent may be the same agent which 
established the initial baseline profile. In the preferred 
embodiment, this agent is a small program' typically on the 
magnitude of 10 kilobytes, which may be specific to the 
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advertising banner and is independent of the agent which 
established the baseline profile using CPU time on the target 
computer. The agent collects data from the target computer. In 
one embodiment, the agent utilizes MICROSOFT® ACTIVE X™ technology 
to collect information from target computer and transmit that 
collected infoarmation back to the content provider in step 312. A 
description of Active X technology is available at the Microsoft 
Web site at http://www.Microsoft.com/intdev/sdk/actlogo.htm. 

In one embodiment of a target computer, a single target 
computer may communicate with several content providers. In such 
an embodiment, the target computer may maintain several provider 
rule pages. Each provider rule page includes information from a 
corresponding specific provider. Using a target computer rule 
book in the target computer, the target computer creates static 
and dynamic profiles of each provider very similar to the profiles 
maintained by the content providers of the target computers. 

Although the described embodiment describes a small agent 
that runs on the target machine and is transmitted with the ad 
banner, it is contemplated that other types of agents may be used. 
General agents, agents which are not associated with a specific ad 
banner and are transmitted separately from the ad banner may be 
used. In the preferred embodiment, the agent is not specific to 
the browser being used by the target computer. Using an agent 
which is independent from the browser allows a single content 
provider to obtain information from multiple target computers, 
even if the multiple computers use different browsers. 
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A triggering program determines if the data is important in 
step 316. In one embodiment, the triggering program may be part 
of the agent program, thus the agent filters information before 
transmission. In an alternate embodiment, the triggering program 
5 is run in the content provider. If the triggering program 

determines that the data collected by the agent is not important, 
the content provider returns to step 312 instructing the agent to 
collect further information. 

When the triggering program determines that data is 
10 significant, the content provider verifies that an identification 
tQ code "ID" has been created for the particular user and that a 

m 

fn baseline profile has been established in step 320. The baseline 

profile includes various keys. The received information is 

^ matched to a corresponding key in step 320. If a particular key 

1. 15 or baseline profile has not been established for the computer 
which transmitted the information, the appropriate key and/or 

^ baseline profile is created and the incoming information 

integrated into the database in step 324. In step 328, a daemon 
or munging agent assimilates the agent transmitted information 
20 into the user specific rule page. A daemon or munging agent is an 
application program running on the content provider which 
assimilates the incoming data by categorizing incoming data and 
updating the user rule page if the data has changed or inserting 
new data into appropriate areas of the user rule page. In step 
25 332, the new user rule page is used to generate a modified 

profile. The modified profile runs through a set of rules in rule 
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book identifying new content for transmission to the target 
computer . 

The rules in the rule book form the basis for selecting 
content delivered to the target computer. The rules are typically 
stored in the rule book in the form of condition-action pairs. 
For example, a rule could be - if CPU is greater than or equal to 
PENTIUM®, then: deliver content from a first database where the 
first database contains high fidelity content. In one embodiment, 
rules can be cascaded to form new rules; for example - if CPU is 
greater than or equal to Pentium®, and modem is greater than or 
equal to 28.8 Kbps speed, then provide content from a second 
database wherein the second database includes graphic content 
which requires high processing and transmission rates. The rules 
or condition action pairs in the rule book may be in the form of 
Scripts or an interpreted language script such as VB Script which 
are capable of performing booleen operations such as comparing 
data in a rule page with predetermined values. Thus the rules can 
perform matching of graphic content with target computer 
capabilities as well as other characteristics of the target user. 

User specific rules also allow for customizing ad banners to 
take into account dynamic information. For example, if a user 
spends more than 10 minutes at basketball Web sites, or clicks on 
many icons associated with basketball, a rule might be developed 
if basketball is greater than scale 10, then deliver content from 
a particular section of a particular database. This section of 
the database would have basketball related information. In one 
embodiment, the information from the database would be used to 
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fill in voids in a generic ad banner. In an alternative 
embodiment, the user specific data could be used to create a 
completely customized ad banner. 

A method is also provided to remove old information or to 
5 account for changing user interests. Thus, if the end user did 
not visit basketball Web sites for a significant period of time, 
the user specific rules could be configured to automatically 
reduce the scale corresponding to a users interest in basketball 
relative to a user's other interests. 
10 In step 336, an updated custom ad banner including new 

m content is transmitted to the user or target computer. The ad 

^ banner may be designed to best utilize the capability of the 

fx 5 

12 user's computer. The content is also specific to interest 

profiles of the user associated with an account on the ISP or the 
15 target computer. In some embodiments, a new accompanying agent 

J: may also be transmitted with the new ad banner. 

I y 

tf^ While certain exemplary embodiments have been described and 

shown in the accompanying drawings, it is to be understood that 
such embodiments are merely illustrative of and not restrictive on 
20 the broad invention, and that this invention not be limited to the 
specific constructions and arrangements shown and described, since 
various other modifications may occur to those ordinarily skilled 
in the art . 



42390. P4072 
WWS/KMC/sjh 



13 



PAT. APPL. 



